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A RELIGIOUS BUILDING COMPLEX IN THE ANCIENT SETTLEMENT OF TAYMA 
(NORTH-WEST ARABIA) DURING THE NABATAEAN PERIOD:  
CHANGES AND TRANSFORMATIONS *
Sebastiano Lora 1 
Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, Berlin
sebastiano.lora@dainst.de
Abstract – In the centre of ancient Tayma, Saudi-German excavations revealed a large temple (Building E-b1) 
which had been founded during the 2nd part of the 1st millennium bc and was in use until the Late Roman period. 
Altogether five major building stages have been identified (E-b1:3a-e). Located within a 1,700 m2 walled district, 
the more-than-500 m2 large building was subsequently connected with a nearby well by a tunnel. In addition to 
Aramaic inscriptions and monumental statues by rulers of the dynasty of Lihyan, a number of installations have 
been recorded illuminating the activities within and outside of the building which were connected to the use and 
display of water. During the Nabataean period the temple underwent major rebuilding operations adding new 
columns and stone-paved floors. This contribution discusses the archaeological stratigraphy of the temple and its 
contexts at the same time offering hypotheses on its chronological sequence including the pottery record from 
deposits both inside and outside of the building.
Keywords – Tayma, North-West Arabia, Lihyanite period, Nabataean period, religious architecture
Résumé – Des fouilles germano-saoudiennes menées dans le centre antique de Tayma ont révélé un temple 
monumental (Building E-b1), fondé durant la seconde moitié du 1er millénaire av. J.-C. et utilisé jusqu’à la période 
romaine tardive. Un total de cinq phases principales de construction y a été identifié (E-b1:3a-e). Situé au sein 
d’une aire de 1 700 m2 enceinte par un mur, ce bâtiment de plus de 500 m2 fut par la suite relié à un puits voisin au 
moyen d’un tunnel. Outre des inscriptions araméennes et des statues monumentales de souverains de la dynastie 
de Lihyan, de nombreuses installations liées à l’utilisation et à la mise en valeur de l’eau ont été découvertes 
à l’intérieur et à l’extérieur de l’édifice. Durant la période nabatéenne, celui-ci subit plusieurs reconstructions, 
ajoutant à l’édifice de nouvelles colonnes et de nouveaux pavements. Outre la présentation de la stratigraphie du 
temple et de ses contextes, cette contribution prend en compte l’analyse de la céramique provenant de l’intérieur et 
de l’extérieur du bâtiment pour proposer une reconstruction de sa séquence chronologique.
*. I am very grateful to Caroline Durand and Laurent Tholbecq for the invitation to the workshop « Archaeology of Rituals 
in the Nabataean World », which took place at the Ifpo Amman (Jordan) in September 2015, a great moment of discussion 
and inspiration. This contribution could not have been written without help from the many colleagues involved in the 
Tayma project. I would like to thank especially Arnulf Hausleiter, for the many comments on the text and the discussions 
in the field (in particular for the provocative ones), and Francelin Tourtet not only for the study of the ceramic material 
and his help with the text, but also for the time spent with me working on the reconstruction of the chronological sequence 
of the building. Ricardo Eichmann read an earlier version of this contribution and provided valuable comments. I am 
also grateful to Andrea Intilia for his useful comments on the text and for the many hours spent discussing Building E-b1 
with me in the last years. The excavation of Building E-b1 has been a team effort involving a number of people in the last 
12 years both in the field and in Berlin: I want to extend my gratitude to all of them. All errors are, of course, only mine.
1. With the collaboration of Arnulf Hausleiter and Francelin tourtet.
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 ملخص – كشفت التنقيبات السعودية األملانية يف وسط تيماء القدمية عن معبد ضخم ) املبنى E-b1( مت تشييده خالل النصف الثاني من األلف 
األول قبل امليالد وبقي قيد األستخدام حتى الفترة الرومانية املتأخرة، حيث مت حتديد خمس مراحل بناء رئيسية )E-b1:3a-e( ضمنه. هذا ويقع املبنى 
الذي تزيد مساحته عن 500م2 ضمن منطقة مسّورة متتد على مساحة 1700 م2 ويتصل بواسطة نفق مع بئر ماء قريب منه. باإلضافة إلى ذلك ُعثر بداخله 
على العديد من املنشآت التي تلقي الضوء على بعض الفعاليات التي تصل بني داخل املبنى وخارجه ألغراض استجرار املياه. باالضافة إلى العثور على 
النقوش اآلرامية والتماثيل الضخمة حلكام ساللة حلّيان. خضع املعبد خالل الفترة النبطية لعمليات إعادة بناء هامة مت خاللها إضافة أعمدة جديدة 
وطوابق ببالطات حجرية. تتناول هذه املقالة تعاقب طبقات املعبد وسياقاتها ويف نفس الوقت تعرض فرضيات عن تسلسلها الزمني مبا يف ذلك سجل 
الفخار التي عثر عليها داخل وخارج املبنى.
كلمات محورية – تيماء، شمال غرب شبه اجلزيرة العربية، الفترة اللحيانية، الفترة النبطية، العمارة الدينية
Since 2004, a joint Saudi-German project has been investigating the oasis of Tayma, located in the 
north-western part of the Arabian Peninsula, with the aim of reconstructing its history and its role as 
an important centre on one of the main trade routes of the Ancient Near East. 2 The ancient settlement 
lies south of a former salt lake (Arabic: sabkha) and stretches over more than 9.2 km2 (fig. 1). The main 
archaeological area, known today as Qrayyah, is found south of the oasis. In addition to prehistoric surface 
findings, 3 the first traces of human presence in the oasis can be dated to the late 5th–4th millennium bc, 4 
but it is in the 3rd millennium bc that Tayma gained considerable size and importance, as evidenced by 
the construction of a substantial wall system 5 surrounding the oasis and by the find of bronze-weapons 6 
with parallels in Syria and the Levant. Contacts with Egypt and the Levant continue in the Early Iron 
Age (12th–9th cent. bc) and in subsequent periods. 7 Tayma is well known for the 10 years stay of the 
last Neo-Babylonian king, Nabonidus. A stela and six more fragments bearing cuneiform inscriptions, 8 
recovered next to the building discussed in this article, clearly point to a central role of this part of 
Qrayyah also during the 6th cent. bc. The focus of the present paper lies, however, on the archaeological 
evidence of times after Nabonidus and especially the Nabataean phases of a large public building in the 
centre of Qrayyah, which has been interpreted as a temple.
Stratigraphic evidence in area e
Excavations in the centre of Qrayyah (fig. 2) revealed a 6 m. thick stratigraphic sequence divided into 
at least three major phases of occupation, labelled “Occupation Levels” (henceforth OL in connection 
with the mention of the pertaining area [table 1]). OL E:3 has been extensively excavated and is 
characterized by the above mentioned large monumental building labelled Building E-b1, according 
to its location in Area E (fig. 3). Under excavation since 2004, it has been almost completely exposed, 
along with some of its surrounding structures, such as a residential quarter south of it. The earlier OLs 
E:5 and E:4 were explored in a number of soundings.
2. The interdisciplinary research project is jointly conducted by the Orient Department of the German Archaeological Institute 
(DAI, Berlin) and the Saudi Commission for Tourism and National Heritage (SCTH, Riyadh). The German component of 
the project is mainly funded by the German Research Foundation (DFG, Bonn).
3. PurscHwitz forthcoming.
4. Dinies et al. 2015; Dinies et al. 2016; Dinies et al. in press; Hausleiter & zur 2016.
5. scHneiDer 2010 and 2015; Klasen et al. 2011; Hausleiter 2011; Hausleiter 2017; Intilia and Tourtet in Hausleiter et al. 
in press f.
6. al-Hājirī 2011; Hausleiter 2015; Hausleiter & zur 2016; zur & Hausleiter in press.
7. sPerveslage 2014.
8. eicHmann, scHauDig & Hausleiter 2006; Schaudig in eicHmann et al. 2010, p. 137-138 and in 2011, p. 113-115; Hausleiter 
& scHauDig 2010a; Hausleiter & scHauDig 2010b; scHauDig in press.
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Figure 1. General plan of the oasis of Tayma with Sabkha basin and ancient settlement  
© DAI Orient Department, S. Lora
Figure 2. Plan of the central part of the ancient settlement  
© DAI Orient Department, S. Lora
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Occupation Level E:5
The first Occupation Level in the area can be dated to as early as the 3rd millennium bc (equivalent 
to the Early Bronze Age) when a building (E-b14) in stone masonry with 1.4 m thick main walls was 
constructed on a natural outcrop; the building, of unknown dimensions, is divided into small units by 
thinner walls (0.6 m). In one of the soundings investigating OL E:5 (Square E11) 9 a 2 x 1 m large room 
(E-b14:R1; fig. 4) revealed a well-preserved sequence. At least three “Building Stages”, i.e. sub-phases 
of Occupation Level E:5, have been identified, from the earliest to the latest:
1. Levelling of the area above the bedrock at 825 m 10 and construction of the building of which 
the investigated room is part; installation of a first trodden floor;
2. Rebuilding of the room’s eastern wall and installation of a new trodden floor;
3. Construction of an inner wall giving the room its actual layout, reducing its former dimensions, 
and installation of a third trodden floor.
Each of these Building Stages is characterized by a trodden floor made of broken and crushed mud 
bricks. Charred seeds of grapes from a pit dug into the first floor of the room provided a calibrated date 
of 2889 bc–2669 bc. 11 This dating and the pottery recovered from the three trodden floors suggest a 
maximum chronological range of this Occupation Level from between the early-to-mid 3rd millennium bc 
until the early 2nd millennium bc. 12
Occupation Level E:4
The second occupation level is badly preserved due to the subsequent construction and restoration 
of Building E-b1. The rooms of the earlier OL E:5-building (E-b14) were filled with stones and a new 
building (E-b15), again of unknown shape, dimensions and of slightly different orientation was set 
directly onto the older structures. The lack of primary deposits precludes a precise dating of OL E:4. 
Late 2nd and early 1st millennium bc ceramics 13 from deposits associated with either the construction or 
9. A first sounding was carried out in Square E11 by Andrea Ricci in 2005; a second sounding was carried out by the author in 
spring 2015. Remains of OL E:5 have also been exposed by a sounding in Square E2 carried out by Arno Kose in 2008-2009.
10. All elevations are in meters above sea level.
11. Sample TA 17495 from SU 9778; identification by Reinder Neef, Scientific Division at the Head Office of DAI; Laboratory 
Number: Poz – 75820 analyzed at Poznan Radiocarbon Laboratory; radiocarbon date 4185±30 BP; calibrated date: 2889–
2669 calbc (2σ; 95.4%) with OxCal v 4.2.4.
12. Similar dates have been provided from the two above-mentioned other soundings in Area E; see ftn 9 and Hausleiter & zur 2016.
13. A limited number of sherds belonging to the Tayma Early Iron Age Ware and Sanāʾiye Ware were found in a sounding 
exploring OL E:4 deposits in correspondence of the south-western sector of the later Building E-b1. On the characteristics 
of these wares see Hausleiter 2014, p. 414-418; Maritan et al. in Hausleiter et al. in press b; tourtet, DaszKiewicz & 
Figure 3. Building E-b1 and the surrounding area (from 
S-E) © DAI Orient Department, J. Krumnow
Figure 4. 3D model of the room E-b14:R1 (from 
N-E) © DAI Orient Department, M. Kolbe
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the use of these structures indicate an approximate date for this Occupational Level. This chronological 
reconstruction indicates a gap in the occupation of the area between the end of OL E:5 and the beginning 
of OL E:4. It remains however unclear if this is the result of a period of abandonment or rather a bias 
caused by the poor preservation of the deposits. Further pottery, in particular 9th to 5th cent. bc Sanāʾiye 
painted ware, has been identified in SU 7825, located outside Building E-b1 and sealing remains of 
Occupation Level E:4; thus a terminus ante quem non with regard to the subsequent deposits of OL E:3 
and the foundation of the temple is provided.
Occupation Level E:3
Probably in the 4th or 3rd cent. bc (see below), a completely new, NE–SW oriented building of 
trapezoid shape was constructed, covering a surface of 500 m2 (Building E-b1) (fig. 5). This building is 
located inside a roughly rectangular open area (1,700 m2) delimited by smaller buildings at its northern, 
western and southern sides. The eastern limit of this area has not been clearly identified yet. East of the 
building there is a well within a roughly square enclosure.
Large parts of older OL E:4 structures were removed and the area was levelled at 828 m to construct 
the southern part of Building E-b1. The northern wall of the edifice, instead, was built at a much lower 
level (825.7 m) directly over OL E:5 layers, encompassing substantial deposits of collapsed large stones 
originating from earlier occupation. Thus, in the north-eastern corner, the walls are still preserved for 
a height of 5.5 m. Any older standing architectural remains at least in this part appear to have been 
completely removed.
Hausleiter forthcoming.
Figure 5. General view of Building E-b1 (from South-West)  
© DAI Orient Department, I. Wagner
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During its six to seven hundred years of use (OL E:3), Building E-b1 saw five major changes in layout 
(table 1), the last one dated to the 2nd to 3rd cent. aD. Each of them has been defined as a Building Stage, 
from the earliest E-b1:3e to the latest E-b1:3a. This sequence is based mainly on the reconstructions 
of the western side of the building and on the remains of inner floors within its limits. These Building 
Stages are discussed in detail later in this contribution.
Occupation Level E:2 and Occupation Level E:1
The building was later abandoned and, since its walls are preserved at different heights and no clear 
evidence of systematic demolition has been identified, it seems to have gradually collapsed (OL E:2), 
forming massive deposits of stone debris (e.g. SU 2480 in the south) both inside and outside the old 
structure. Some of the walls remained visible until the modern era, as shown by a graffiti bearing the date 
1329 H. (1911 aD). It seems also that after the abandonment, substantial amounts of building material 
were removed from the area. This process severely impacted the reconstruction of the building history 
since it led to the loss of information at a number of crucial locations.
In modern times (OL E:1) the visible ruins were known as Qasr al-Ablaq and there are traces of 
scarce building activities (i.e. few low walls, built over the modern surface) probably the results of 
temporary occupation. Two large, rectangular pits filled with sand may correspond to the soundings 
carried out within the frame of the general survey of Saudi Arabia in 1979. 14
Chronological evidence for the date of OL E:2 is provided by pottery from a flattening layer (SU 2480). 
The latest date is provided by a bowl with thickened everted rim well attested at Tayma and reaching from 
the 4th to 6th cent. aD (i.e., Early Byzantine period). 15 Earlier material can be dated from 1st to 2nd and from 
1st to 4th cent. aD. Thus OL E:2 may be dated at the earliest to the 4th cent. aD.
Building e-B1: dating and function
Considered as a whole, the dating evidence from Building E-b1 is fairly uneven. Inside the building the 
archaeological sequence is clear in many parts, but not all of these parts are stratigraphically interconnected. 
Furthermore, most of the preserved layers do not contain significant dating material. A well-preserved 
stratigraphic sequence with datable pottery has been uncovered from a number of contexts mainly outside 
the building, in particular next to its south-western corner. 16 These deposits, though often characterised 
by the presence of older material, cover almost completely large parts of the chronological horizon of 
Occupation Level E:3. Some of the Building Stages of Building E-b1 can be connected with this sequence 
outside of the building; however, in other cases the connection remains tentative.
The pottery record from such stratified contexts, in this contribution, is considered mainly from its 
chronological perspective and will be discussed in the paragraphs of the pertaining Building Stages to 
which these deposits belong as archaeological contexts (see below). A detailed discussion of ceramic 
shapes and fabrics from a chronostratigraphic perspective within and outside of Building E-b1, including 
extensive comparisons, will be published elsewhere. 17
14. bawDen, eDens & miller 1980, p. 86.
15. Tourtet in Hausleiter et al. in press d: TA 10136.65.
16. A number of people has been involved in the excavation of the deposits which returned this stratigraphic sequence: Anselm 
Ullmann (2006), Martin Christiansen (2009), Denise Resch (2011), Alina Zur and Jan Hubert (2012), as well as the author 
(2006-2016).
17. lora & tourtet in prep.; for the time being, see tourtet, DaszKiewicz & Hausleiter forthcoming. I am indebted to 
Francelin Tourtet for providing information on bibliography and comparative material used in this contribution.
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Table 1.
Occupation Level Building Stage Dating Evidence
E:1 - 19th–20th cent. aD Modern material and 
graffiti
E:2 - Unclear (later than 
4th cent. aD)
Pottery sequence from 
outside the building
E:3 E-b1:3a Post 2nd–4th cent. aD Radiocarbon date from 
inside the building 
Pottery sequence from 
outside the building
E-b1:3b 2nd cent. aD Pottery sequence from 
outside the building 
Imitation of Athena coin 
from inside the building
E-b1:3c 1st cent. aD–early (?) 
2nd cent. aD
Pottery sequence from 
outside the building
E-b1:3d 1st cent. bc–1st cent. aD Pottery sequence from 
outside the building 
Inscriptions from 
secondary deposits
E-b1:3e Second half of the 
1st millennium bc post OL 
E:4 (Early Iron Age)
Pottery sequence from 
inside and outside the 
building
Inscriptions and artefacts 
from secondary deposits
E:4 ? Early to Middle Iron Age? Pottery sequence from 
deposits still under 
evaluation
E:5 E:5a-c Middle Bronze Age–Early 
Bronze Age
Radiocarbon dates 
Pottery sequence from 
inside the Building E-b14
The above mentioned critical chrono-stratigraphic situation pertains in particular to the foundation 
date of the building represented by Building Stage E-b1:3e. The tentative dating to the period of the 
Lihyanite dynasty of Dadan is based on a number of artefacts which were found in secondary or 
tertiary contexts. These bear inscriptions 18 in Imperial Aramaic by King Tulmay of Lihyan from his 
4th, 20th, 30th and 40th regnal years, discovered inside and outside of the building. Two 19 of them are 
carved on monolithic stone pillars which were reused as building material in Building Stage E-b1:3a. 
From these finds a tentative dating of Building Stage E-b1:3e to the last three or four centuries of the 
1st millennium bc can be deduced (see below). The absolute dating of the Lihyanite dynasty, however, 
is still under discussion. 20 In any case, together with a further inscription 21 of a governor of Tayma 
18. Respectively: TA 2250, TA 2382, TA 4916 and TA 4915; stein in press. 
19. TA 4915, and TA 4916, which are similar in shape and dimensions to the monoliths of Building Stage E-b1:3e (square 
section 0.4 x 0. 4 m), but more carefully dressed (see also Lora in eicHmann et al. 2012, p. 87); a third fragment (TA 2550) 
bearing the inscription referring to the 4th regnal year of King Tulmay is smaller in dimension (0.3 x 0.3 m) but may have 
been part of a similar building element.
20. Cf. stein in press, combining the mention of a “[PN], son of PSGW, king of Lihyan” (the son being the king) on the paw 
of a sphinx (TA 6233) found near Building E-b1 in secondary context with a PSGW mentioned on the al-Hamra stela; cf. 
roHmer & cHarloux 2015. This, however, does not provide any evidence with regard to an absolute dating, the king list 
of Dadan being still fairly provisional (stein in press; Farès-DraPPeau 2005).
21. TA 964 from Square C4, see Al-Said in eicHmann et al. 2010, p. 141-142 and stein in press. 
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possibly carrying out building activities at the inner wall 22 of the city and mentioning a Lihyanite king, 
these texts suggest that Dadan may have been successful in the reported wars against Tayma, possibly 
installing a form of control over the neighbouring oasis. 23 In addition to the epigraphic evidence, 
numerous fragments of several monumental statues 24 as well as of similar representations in smaller 
size have been recovered from the building and its immediate surroundings. Not only do they suggest, 
that at least the larger-than-life size items may have adorned the building in the same way as at ancient 
Dadan, 25 but they can be understood as expression of the cultural identity as well as of the political 
power of that dynasty, especially if connected with its hypothesized gaining of control over one of the 
major oases of North-West Arabia. 26
With the dating of the following Building Stages E-b1:3d to E-b1:3b to the Nabataean period we 
are on firmer ground, since this attribution is mainly based on stratified ceramics, including Nabataean 
sherds, from the monumental entrance outside the building (see below). Four inscriptions bearing the 
names of kings Aretas IV 27 (9 bc–40 aD) and Malichus II 28 (40–70 aD) were found inside or in proximity 
of Building E-b1, albeit all in secondary contexts. A number of architectural elements in Nabatean style 
were also brought to light from similar secondary contexts, among which a typical Nabatean horned 
capital (TA 325), 29 a decorative stone element in the shape of a vessel (TA 988), 30 a relief (TA 7596) 31 
with triglyphon and rosette.
Both the inscriptions and the architectural elements were probably originally placed inside and/
or near the building and their presence is further evidence of the existence of a connection between 
Tayma and the Nabataean Kingdom (see below) as well as of the importance of Building E-b1 within 
the settlement during this period.
A bronze imitation of an Athena coin 32 found in a preparatory layer of the E-b1:3b floor gives a wide 
teminus post quem between the last centuries of the 1st millennium bc and the 1st cent. aD for the installation 
of this floor; it not only does not contradict our dating of Building Stage E-b1:3b but also represents further 
evidence on the economic connections between Tayma and its neighbouring cities 33 in this period.
As to the dating of the last Building Stage E-b1:3a to the Late Antiquity, a radiocarbon date 34 of a 
charcoal fragment from a mud deposit in which a body fragment of a Lihyanite statue had been set when 
re-used provides a terminus post quem.
The interpretation of this Building E-b1 as a temple is based on a number of elements: its central 
location; its general layout; the installations within and outside it; epigraphic and iconographic evidence 
found in the area.
22. scHneiDer 2010 and 2015; Hausleiter 2017.
23. winnett & reeD 1970, p. 88-112.
24. Hausleiter in eicHmann et al. 2012, p. 90-93.
25. al-saiD 2010.
26. A fragment (TA 12568) of a left leg of one of these monumental statues, found in secondary context, bears five poorly 
preserved lines of Nabataean. It is unclear whether these lines belong to a single text; they may represent a carving exercise 
(macDonalD in press). It is also unclear whether the statue was still standing when the inscription was made. These 
uncertainties make the use of this evidence in the reconstruction of the history of the building very problematic. 
27. TA 4590, SU 219 (fill/collapse in E-b1:R8/9): no year; TA 10277, SU 6358 (accumulation covering a platform attached to 
Building E-b1): dating formula of a funerary inscription: year 24 (15 aD); see macDonalD in press.
28. TA 14763, SU 2473 (re-used in the western wall of E-b1:R8/9): no year; TA 14285 + TA 14286, SU 6558 (collapse outside 
of the building): year 17 (56/57 aD); see macDonalD in press. 
29. eicHmann 2009 p. 63; Hausleiter in eicHmann et al. 2010, p. 127; neHmé 2011, p. 139, tourtet & weigel 2015, p. 387.
30. Hausleiter in eicHmann et al. 2010, p. 122
31. tourtet & weigel 2015.
32. TA 7809 found in a preparatory layer (SU 4386) for floor SU 318 (see below).
33. On the distribution and dating of these coins see, with references, HutH 2010 and roHmer & cHarloux 2015.
34. eicHmann et al. 2006, p. 109. TA 9273 (originally E-CC2) from SU 215, Laboratory Number: KIA 24636 analysed at 
the Leibniz Labor für Altersbestimmung und Isotopenforschung, Christian-Albrechts-Universität, Kiel; radiocarbon date 
1824±21 BP; calibrated date: 130–241 calaD (2σ; 95.4%) with OxCal v 4.2.4.
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In the period when the building was in use the main part of the settlement occupied a roughly circular 
area of 21 ha (Compound E), densely built and enclosed by the inner wall. 35 Located almost exactly at 
the centre of this area, Building E-b1 occupied a key position within the urban tissue and represented 
a major landmark. The building, constructed on the top of a mound, 36 was in fact clearly visible from 
within Compound E as well as from other parts of the settlement.
Even though Building E-b1 faced three major reconstructions during its early building stages 
(E-b1:3e–b), these operations did not alter significantly its inner layout. All features characterising the 
building as public were maintained, such as three niches at the (inner) northern side, the inner open space 
being divided in surrounded by pillars and, later, by columns (and completely lacking any fully separated 
spatial unit; see below). A strong symbolism regarding the relation of the building to the main resource of 
the oasis, water, is clearly recognisable, as expressed by a more than 15 m long tunnel connecting a basin 
in the centre of the building with a well east of it. This is reinforced by three monumental basins located 
at or near to its entrance. At the same time, none of these installations is connected to any function with 
direct impact on the economic aspect of water management, such as, e.g., to irrigation purposes.
A series of artefacts with a cultic connotation have been found inside or in the proximity of the 
building. They are supposed to have been part of its original assemblage; however, all of them were 
found reused as building material either in walls or in fills dating to Building Stage E-b1:3a, when the 
function of the building was most probably changed. Among the most relevant items for the present 
discussion are a series of divine representations, i.e. the relief of a standing bull (TA 2467) and two idols 
in the shape of a bucranium (TA 943 and TA 944), as well as a number of inscriptions connected to the 
god ṢLM, one of the main gods of the oasis; the latter has been used as argument in favour of a tentative 
identification of the building with a shrine of this god. 37
Finally, there is a clear similarity to nearby Dadan / al-Khuraybah, where a number of royal 
monumental statues similar to those found inside and outside Building E-b1 were found in a cultic 
context, i.e. next to a temple. 38
reconStructing the architectural hiStory of the temple
The first layout of the building: E-b1:3e
Only some parts of the original (first) building are preserved: the entire northern side including the whole 
north-eastern corner, the south-western corner, seven monolithic pillars, and a pyrotechnical installation 
in the north-eastern part of the building (fig. 6). However, only the northern side remained continuously in 
use until the abandonment of the building. At 825.7 m the 3 m thick northern wall (SU 370) was built onto 
a series of layers 39 accumulated over the bedrock. No evidence of a foundation trench was identified in the 
deposits investigated next to this wall. This massive wall is made of stone masonry using medium-sized, 40 
roughly squared stones which are unevenly coursed. Two semi-pillars create three niches at the inner side 
of the northern wall, each of them approximately 3 m wide. The outer two niches are framed by the north-
eastern and north-western corners of the building, respectively. No primary context can be associated 
with this wall. Only the northernmost 5 m of the eastern side of the building, including the pyrotechnical 
installation (see below), can be identified as part of the original construction.
35. bawDen, eDens & miller 1980, p. 75-78; cf. Hausleiter 2017.
36. This artificial mound is created by the remains of earlier structures pre-dating OL E:3 and resting on a natural sandstone 
outcrop.
37. Hausleiter 2010, 2011 and 2012a, p. 321-322; macDonalD in press; stein in press.
38. al-saiD 2010.
39. From these deposits, one of several 3rd millennium bc 14C-dates has been recovered (see ftn 12).
40. The dimensions of the stones stone blocks have been classified as: very small (< 0.06 m); small (0.06-0.2 m); medium 
(0.2-0.6 m); large (0.6-1 m); and very large (> 1 m).
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Figure 6. Building E-b1: sequence of Building Stages E-b1:3e-3a. Excavated structures in grey, reconstructed 
structures in light grey © DAI Orient Department, S. Lora
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Monolithic pillars, seven of which preserved, set regularly along the main walls create a peristyle-
like hall inside the building. Five of the lateral pillars are still preserved. 41 A sixth pillar (SU 9128) is 
placed in front of the central niche of the northern wall, and the seventh (SU 7217) west of the entrance 
to the building. The lateral pillars share similar sections (almost square) and dimensions (approximately 
0.5 x 0.4 m); the northern pillar is slightly larger. Only the southern pillar has a rectangular section. All 
pillars show similar traces of dressing on their preserved sides. The pillars were installed into foundation 
pits dug into earlier deposits; the foundations of two of them (SU 8797 and SU 7217) have been reached 
(see table 2).
At present only pillar SU 8787 (fig. 7) shows a decoration on its southern face consisting of a series 
of chiselled representations (from top to bottom): three human figures (upside-down); three daggers in 
a vertical row; and a group of three identical wavy strokes. Other figures and symbols are only partially 
preserved and not clearly recognisable. It remains unclear if the figures were chiselled before or after 
the pillar was installed.
41. Western line: SU 388, SU 6412, and SU 9131; eastern line: SU 8787 and SU 8797.
Figure 7. Southern face of pillar SU 8787 with figures 
(from S) © DAI Orient Department, I. Wagner
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Table 2.




SU 388 Western side 0.53 x 0.41 m 828.68 m
SU 6412 Western side 0.54 x 0.39 m 828.61 m
SU 9131 Western side 0.27 (or more) x 
0.37 m
829.10 m
SU 8787 Eastern side 0.48 x 0.33 m 829.10 m Human figures, 
weapons and 
patterns
SU 8797 Eastern side 0.54 x 0.40 m 828.95 m 827.27 m
SU 9128 Central, north 0.47 x 0.54 m 828.78 m
SU 7217 Central, south 0.74 x 0.36 m 828.65 m 826.15 m
Since the original shape and dimensions of Building E-b1 are not completely preserved any more (see 
below), the position of the monolithic pillars is crucial for their reconstruction. Only partly preserved, 
these pillars outline a regular trapezoid: its shortest northern side made by a row of three pillars (only the 
central one preserved: SU 9128); the two lateral sides made by four pillars each (two preserved on each 
side; in the West: SU 9131 and SU 388; in the East: SU 8797 and SU 8787); and the longest southern 
side made by four pillars (the westernmost two preserved: SU 6412 and SU 7217). The associated and 
badly preserved walls (SU 1761 and SU 1785) suggest that during Building Stage E-b1:3e the temple 
may have had the largest extension. 42 Accordingly, the original western wall was located 4.7 m west of 
the western line of pillars; exactly the same has been recorded for the distance between the eastern line 
of pillars and the eastern wall.
Until now, no unequivocal evidence of a floor of this Building Stage has been found; there are, 
however, several elements suggesting that the elevation of the original floor was at 828.1 m: remains 
of a possible stone-paved floor (SU 7222, only five stones preserved) next to pillar SU 388; a possible 
working surface (SU 9676) associated with the first phase of the oven in the north-eastern corner of 
the building (see below). Furthermore, the fact that the walls from earlier OL E:4 were all razed at an 
elevation of 828 m or lower seems to support this reconstruction. The level of the threshold (SU 5129) 
of the southern main entrance of the building, which stays at 829 m, i.e. one meter above this floor level, 
is in contrast with this reconstruction; however, its attribution to Building Stage E-b1:3e is not certain.
A key element of this first layout of Building E-b1 is a pyrotechnical installation 43 located 5 m south 
of its north-eastern corner and partially inset into its eastern wall. This installation (fig. 8) is composed of 
a smaller (0.9 m wide) inner semi-domed chamber, surrounded by two external walls; these either form 
a larger (2.4 m wide) chamber of the same shape or function as separated screen walls. The remains of 
the installation show heavy traces of fire, as does a related working surface (SU 9692) next to it at a level 
of 828.1 m. Archaeometric analyses, carried out on mortar samples from the walls of the installation, 
indicate a functional temperature of less than 800°-900°C, therefore excluding its use for production 
purposes (for example metal or pottery).
42. The western wall of Building E-b1 in the later Building Stage E-b1:3d (SU 341) is located 1 m farther inwards (see below).
43. Excavation of the pyrotechnical installation was started in 2008 by Arno Kose, continued in 2009 by the present author 
and completed in 2015 by Barbara Huber. The discussion of this installation is based on the BA thesis of the latter (Huber 
2015). Archaeometric analyses, in this context, were carried out by M. Daszkiewiecz and G. Schneider.
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Most probably the oven was not dedicated to single exclusive purpose, but it should be viewed as a 
multifunctional installation. 44 Its main function was probably of a culinary nature, but most likely it was 
also strongly related with the cultic character of the building itself, and it may have played an essential 
role for the rituals carried out inside it (e.g. for the burning of offerings and for the production of ember 
for the burning of incense). Heating may have also been an important secondary use especially during 
the winter season.
Access to the building was granted through an approx. 4 m wide 45 entrance at its southern side. 
The doorway, framed by large monoliths inset into the walls, may have been closed by a double gate, as 
suggested by two poorly preserved pivot holes on the threshold.
The entrance opened onto an external elevated paved platform (10 x 5 m; at 828.6 m) accessible 
from the East by means of a monumental stair (and probably also from the West, as in later building 
stages, but nothing of the supposed E-b1:3e stairs is preserved; see below). This platform reached the 
buildings located 5 m southwest of Building E-b1 which enclosed the area of the temple from this side.
The four steps of the stair (fig. 9), each made of a single 4 m long roughly squared stone, were 
reached from the open courtyard east of the building, which lays 0.8 m lower than the platform. 46
The monumentality of the stair is enhanced by a 4 m long low wall (SU 2302). This wall, as high 
as the platform, is attached to the south-eastern corner of the building and flanks the access to the stairs 
from the north. An elongated monolithic basin is placed at its eastern end (length 2.7 m; width 0.7 to 
1 m). Basin and wall belong to a rectangular construction attached to the eastern side of the building 
which may have been modified in subsequent building stages. Within this enclosed area there was a 
(smaller) platform covered with flagstones made of red sandstone. It seems possible that this platform, as 
well as its preceding rectangular construction may have served in context of performing ritual activities 
outside building and ‘above’ the large open courtyard east of Building E-b1. 47 However, no remains of 
any other installation/s survived.
In later stage E-b1:3c the access to the stair is flanked also from the South by a second monumental 
basin (SU 8305) set onto a second low wall. This configuration with two basins was most probably the 
original one which was readapted in E-b1:3c when the area in front of the building was extended (see 
44. Huber 2015, p. 33-35.
45. Only the eastern jamb and the threshold are preserved. The western side, reconstructed twice in the following building 
stages, collapsed definitively after the abandonment of the building. The width of the entrance is tentatively reconstructed 
on the basis of its preserved parts, on the position of the inner paved floor, and of the external platform.
46. Courtyard’s elevation is 827.85 m.
47. Hausleiter in Hausleiter et al. in press d.
Figure 8. General view of the central part of 
Building E-b1 with pyrotechnical installation, 
central basin and tunnel (from W) © DAI Orient 
Department, I. Wagner
Figure 9. Overview of the monumental entrance 
to Building E-b1 with basins, stair and platforms 
(from S) © DAI Orient Department, S. Lora
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below). If this reconstruction is correct, then in BS E-b1:3e basin SU 8305 was set on a second low wall 
located 1 m south of the stair and parallel to wall SU 2302.
The body (TA 3837) of a sphinx 48 found near wall SU 2302 is supposed to have been part of the 
monumental decoration of the entrance. Although there is no direct evidence to reconstruct its original 
position, it may have been placed on the top of wall SU 2302, facing the basin. The body of a second 
sphinx, similar for type of stone and dimensions to TA 3837, was identified in the collections of the 
Tayma Museum. 49 It seems possible that it was also part of the monumental decoration, in which case 
its placement on the second low wall at the southern side of the stairs may be suggested. 50
Subsequent transformations: E-b1:3d to E-b1:3b
Following Building Stage E-b1:3e, the layout of Building E-b1 underwent major changes, especially 
in its western side, which was rebuilt twice. These operations impacted the supporting elements for the 
roofing and the floors. On the basis of the sequence of floors exposed in the southern part of the building, 
three changes of layout have been identified and were defined as Building Stages E-b1:3d–b. They have 
been correlated with a sequence of ramps south of the building (see below).
Throughout these building stages, the interior of the building remained an open space delimited by 
pillars and, later, by columns; three key installations, two of which already existing in Building Stage 
E-b1:3e, were continuously in use with minor adaptations: the monumental entrance at the southern 
side; the fire installation near the north-eastern corner of the building; and a newly built central basin 
connected with the well east of the building through a tunnel.
E-b1:3d
In Building Stage E-b1:3d (fig. 6), the western side of the building, including the whole south-western 
corner and part of the southern façade, was completely rebuilt. A new western wall (SU 341) was built 
approx. 1 m east of the previous one. Thus, the original trapezoid shape of the building was maintained, 
though reducing its width (see above). The reason for this partial rebuilding remains unknown, even if 
the irregular join between the old and the new walls (SU 370 and SU 341, respectively) suggests a static 
failure of the western side.
The building technique of wall SU 341 differs completely from that of northern wall SU 370. Instead 
of small to medium-sized stones, this time very large stones, regularly coursed, were used. The northern 
part of this new wall is still preserved for a length of 12 m, its southern part being completely lost due 
to later interventions (see below). Three buttresses protrude at regular intervals (every 2.4 m) from the 
inner face of the preserved section of wall SU 341. Each of them is 1.1 m wide and 0.9 m thick and 
bonds with wall SU 341. Considering the supposed original length of this wall, two more buttresses (for 
a total of five) may have existed in its southern part, as suggested by remains of a later buttress built 
during Building Stage E-b1:3c with similar dimensions but poorer masonry.
The new western side of Building E-b1 (wall SU 341) required shifting the western line of support 
installations accordingly. These monolithic pillars (E-b1:3e) were intentionally broken; their lower parts 
were left in place but were not visible anymore, since a new floor (see below) was installed at a level 
(828.8 m) higher than their remains (see table 2).
New pillars measuring 0.8 x 0.8 m were built in stone masonry in front of each buttress of wall SU 
341 at a distance of 3 m, reusing some large fragments of the old monoliths as building material (fig. 10). 
48. This artefact is poorly preserved, the head and the front legs are missing; sPerveslage 2013. Excavations in the area at the 
south-eastern corner of the building were conducted by Gunnar Sperveslage in 2006 and 2007; Lora in Hausleiter et al. 
in press a.
49. sPerveslage 2013.
50. Fragments of two more sphinxes/large felines (paws TA 6233 and TA 12210) were also found in the proximity of Building E-b1. 
Although made of similar stone, they do belong neither to TA 3837 nor to the body from the Tayma Museum. They may also 
have been part of the original monumental decoration of the building but it is impossible to reconstruct their original location.
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As for the buttresses, five pillars may have originally existed, but only two of the central ones are still 
preserved, SU 223 and SU 2746.
The monolithic pillars (E-b1:3e) at the eastern side of the building and the one at the northern side 
were not affected by the reconstruction and remained in use.
The reconstruction of the western side required an intervention also outside the building. The new 
side of the building, a new ramp and a new western side of the platform were installed directly over 
deposit SU 7825 which seals underlying remains of OL E:4 (see above).
Following the construction of the new façade, a ramp (SU 6414, SU 6385, and SU 7824) made of 
grey silt was set against it, running from the new south-western corner 51 to the entrance (fig. 11). The 
new western side of the platform was built directly over this ramp. It consists of a 0.7 m high wall (SU 
3730) perpendicular to the façade of the building. The crown of this wall was integrated into the paving 
of the platform, its stones being smaller than the flagstones used in the eastern part. Two 2 m long walls 
are attached to the western side of the platform probably flanking an access structure of which nothing 
is preserved (either stair or a short ramp which would be rather steep, with a slope of 22°, if ending 
together with the walls).
On the excavated surface (SU 6414) of ramp SU 6385 it was possible to identify:
- A stone (SU 6415), probably a stele set vertically into the ramp about 4 m west of the platform. 
Only its lower part is preserved (preserved height: 0.4 m; width 0.3 m; thickness 0.2 m); the artefact 
was most probably broken in later Building Stage E-b1:3c. Its original dimensions, appearance, and 
function remain unknown.
- A line of three circular post-holes (two 0.2 m wide and a smaller central one 0.1 m wide) 
located 2 m south of the façade of the building and possibly related to construction activities in the 
area (during this Building Stage E-b1:3d or in the later E-b1:3c).
Inside the building the levels were raised (828.8 m) and the floor was completely paved with roughly 
squared stones of different dimensions (medium to very large). Five parts of this floor are preserved both 
in the northern and in the southern part of the building.
The pyrotechnical installation was partially restored. Its base was raised to a level of 828.8 m, as the 
new floor; its southern screen wall, including a 2 m section of the eastern wall of the building next to 
it, was rebuilt over the remains of the earlier one; the upper part of the installation was remade as well.
In this Building Stage, a rectangular basin 52 was installed in the centre of the building (fig. 8). It 
51. This corner was later removed in Building Stage E-b1:3c and is, therefore, not preserved.
52. The installation was firstly identified as a basin in 2007 by Arno Kose, who also excavated this part of the building in 2007 
and 2008. The basin was fully exposed by Luna Watkins in 2014, and further investigated in 2015 by the author during its 
restoration carried out by Jennifer Jurgasch.
Figure 10. Buttress on wall SU 341 and pillar SU 
2746 in stone masonry (from South) © DAI Orient 
Department, S. Lora
Figure 11. General view of E-b1:3d and E-b1:3c 
ramps (from S-W) © DAI Orient Department, 
J. Kramer
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seems likely that it was connected with the tunnel leading to the well located east of the building (see 
below); the basin and the tunnel seem to have been built at the same time. This reconstruction however 
remains tentative, since no direct connection between basin and tunnel survived; during later Building 
Stage E-b1:3a the basin was in fact dismantled and the access to the tunnel inside the building was 
heavily modified.
Originally, the basin was divided into two pools 53, a western and larger pool made with vertically set 
stone slabs and an eastern and smaller one made in stone masonry (fig. 12). Its installation required the 
excavation of a very large pit (approx. 6 m in diameter and at least 1.6 m deep) which was completely 
filled with lime mortar. The slab forming the northern side of the larger pool was inserted directly into 
the white mortar while it was still wet; the two slabs forming its western and southern sides were instead 
installed into two pits dug into the mortar once it had hardened. The fourth slab, which divided the two 
pools, is missing, but its position can be reconstructed on the basis of a negative print left on the mortar. 
It should therefore be assumed that this slab was installed into the wet mortar as the northern one. The 
eastern pool was made with a U-shaped low wall attached to the main pool from the East. Due to the 
aforementioned missing slab, it is unclear whether the pools were connected. Both pools were most 
probably completely paved with stones at 828.5 m (two are preserved).
The floor surrounding the basin was paved with flagstones set onto the lime mortar the upper part of 
the basin emerging from this floor level for 0.4 m. East of the basin, a canal was left in the lime mortar at 
53. The whole basin measures approx. 2.6 x 1.2 m and is 0.5 m deep; the western pool measures 1.9 m in length and the 
eastern 0.7 m, their width and depth are similar. At present, the reconstruction of the basin as a structure with two pools 
seems to be the most probable. Alternatively, the eastern U-shaped wall could be interpreted as a later addition to the 
original basin after the removal of its existing eastern side, thus enlarging the installation. Existing evidence does not allow 
solving this issue; no date for the potential enlargement can be offered at this point.
Figure 12. 3D model of the central basin after 
reconstruction (from E) © DAI Orient Department, 
M. Kolbe, S. Lora
Figure 13. The tunnel outside the building leading 
to the well (from W) 
© DAI Orient Department, J. Kramer
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the eastern side of the basin, which may have allowed liquid to flow from the smaller pool into the tunnel.
The layout of the tunnel next to the basin in this Building Stage remains unclear. The construction of 
a new access shaft of the tunnel within the building in Building Stage E-b1:3a (see below) removed large 
part of the original installation leaving only two poorly preserved walls which have been tentatively 
attributed to this earlier phase. Under the eastern wall of the building, there is a narrow passageway 
rather difficult to negotiate 54 due to protruding remains of walls earlier than Building E-b1. Outside 
of the building, the tunnel (fig. 13) is instead a regularly-made passage (15 m long, 0.8 m wide, and 
1.4 m high) apparently abutting the eastern façade. The sides consist of two walls in dry stone masonry 
supporting the tunnel’s cover, made with very large stone slabs. The tunnel runs for 11 m roughly 
perpendicular to the eastern wall of Building E-b1 and continues for further 4 m after a slight turn to the 
South. The floor of this section is 3 m lower than the level of the inner floor of the building. The eastern 
end of the tunnel opens into the circular shaft of the well 55 built in stone masonry. The floor of the tunnel 
slopes gently from the well (825.68 m) in direction of the building (825.32 m, immediately outside of 
Building E-b1), thus allowing water to flow from the former to the latter. There are however no remains 
of a conduct for liquids and the trodden floor is made of permeable material.
In addition to subsequent changes within the building, it seems that the construction of the tunnel 
may have caused a partial collapse of the eastern wall of Building E-b1. This is indicated by the presence 
of a support 56 built right under the wall, and also by the reconstruction of the part of the building’s 
eastern wall located exactly over the tunnel. Such a rebuilding would therefore have to be dated to either 
Building Stage E-b1:3d or c (see below).
54. The tunnel has been excavated by Arnulf Hausleiter from 2008 onwards within Building E-b1 and outside of it. Excavations 
in the well took place in 2010 and 2012; from 2014 onwards, Alina Zur participated to the further investigation of the tunnel 
and its surroundings; see contributions by Hausleiter in Hausleiter et al. in press a-c; Hausleiter and Zur in Hausleiter et 
al. in press e and f.
55. The well consists of an upper, circular part built in in stone masonry and a lower, horseshoe-shaped part cut into the 
bedrock.
56. Probably the southern side of the tunnel was also partially rebuilt when this support was installed. The width of the external 
section of the tunnel remained unchanged; Hausleiter and Zur in Hausleiter et al. in press f.
Figure 14. Pottery sherds from Building Stages 
E-b1:3d-b © DAI Orient Department, F. Tourtet
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On the basis of the pottery record from the lowest layer (SU 7824) of E-b1:3d ramp, a dating to 
the 1st cent. bc is suggested for this building stage. Among the significant sherds with regional parallels 
there are: a Nabataean painted fine ware sherd with thick red lines (fig. 14 a) (corresponding to Schmid’s 
Phase 1, dated at the latest to the late 2nd/early 1st cent. bc); 57 several everted bowls (fig. 14 b-d), with 
a slight thickening of the inner side of the rim with parallels at late 1st cent. bc to early 1st cent. aD 
Hegra. 58 Other sherds with comparisons in Syria, Jerusalem and Petra cover the range from the late 3rd 
to 1st cent. bc. 59
E-b1:3c
With Building Stage E-b1:3c, Building E-b1 reached its final shape, which remained unchanged 
until its abandonment in OL E:2 (fig. 6). The south-western corner was rebuilt a second time, bringing 
it back near to its original position (as in E-b1:3e) and partially reusing the remains of the earlier corner 
as foundation. This operation basically enlarged the building by 2 m to the West, but only in its southern 
half since the northern part of the western wall (SU 341, see above) remained unchanged. New walls 
(SU 252 and SU 1880) were constructed with regularly coursed stones of similar type and dimensions, 
suggesting that the stones were squared on purpose. 60 Wall SU 252 replaced the southernmost 12 m of 
the western side of the building and wall SU 1880 replaced the westernmost 10 m of the southern façade. 
As in the previous building stage, this operation may have been forced by a static failure of the wall, as 
suggested by the construction of a massive retaining structure (SU 387; 6.5 m long, 3 m thick, at least 
4 m high) against western wall SU 341.
The construction of wall SU 1880 modified also the main entrance of the building reducing its width 
from 4 to 3 m. In the same wall, a second smaller entrance (1 m wide) was set 5 m west of the main 
one. The function of this second entrance in this Building Stage remains unclear. In following Building 
Stage E-b1-3b, a monumental basin (SU 5192, see below) was located exactly in front of this opening 
and it seems probable that these two installations were related to each other. However, there is no clear 
evidence that basin SU 5192 and its supporting wall SU 5193, attached to the façade of the building, 
were already in place in Building Stage E-b1:3c.
Whereas in the northern part of the building the pyrotechnical installation (E-b1:3e) and the basin-
57. scHmiD 2000, p. 24 and ftn 117.
58. DuranD 2012, p. 333; p. 350 fig. 14: 91027_P01.
59. lora & tourtet in prep.
60. In the earlier building stages on the other hand, most of the stones were not squared and there seems to be no pattern in the 
selection of the building material.
Figure 15. E-b1:3c column base SU 210 after the 
removal of the E-b1:3c and E-b1:3b floors (from W) 
© DAI Orient Department, J. Kramer
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tunnel complex (E-b1:3d) remained most probably in use without substantial modification, in the 
southern part, two rows of columns were installed replacing the existing pillars. The southern (first) row 
was set 4 m north of the southern wall of the building; the second (northern) row is located 4 m north 
of the first. The bases of three columns are preserved in the southern row. These bases are round, with a 
square plinth (0.7 x 0.75 m), and were set over a low foundation made in stone masonry (fig. 15). Based 
on their position and the intercolumniation of approx. 3.7 m, it is possible to reconstruct the southern 
row with four columns, and the northern one with three. 61 The northern column bases are not preserved, 
since they were replaced in the following Building Stage E-b1:3b by new ones (see below).
After the installation of these column bases, the levels in the area were raised by approx. 0.5 m by 
setting a series of flattening layers, covering the older E-b1:3d floor. Over these layers a new floor was 
installed at a level of 829.20–30 m, paved with irregular medium-sized flat stones, often with rounded 
edges. Three parts of this floor are preserved.
The installation of this new floor created a significant difference in height (0.4–0.5 m) between 
the now elevated southern part and the lower northern one (828.70–80 m), where the E-b1:3d floor 
remained in use, apparently unchanged. If this reconstruction is correct, the difference in level would 
have to be bridged by a suitable installation, which is however not preserved. After the installation of the 
columns, the southern half of building became a hypostyle hall, while the northern one kept its original 
organisation.
Outside the building, a new ramp was set over the earlier one (SU 6385) raising the level by 0.4 m 
with a layer (SU 6393) of medium to small stones, silt, and sand. This new ramp started at the new south-
western corner of the building and, contrary to the previous one, reached directly the top of the platform, 
with a 9° inclination (fig. 11). All the installations related to E-b1:3d ramp (SU 6385, see above) were 
dismantled and completely covered.
From layer SU 6369 of this new ramp chronologically significant pottery 62 has been recorded: 
comparisons with late 1st–early 2nd cent. aD Madāʾin Salih consist of a jar fragment with simple, slightly 
everted rim and a thick rib on the short neck (fig. 14 e), 63 and a second with a groove on the inner side 
of the neck and a small ridge (fig. 14 f) (at Madāʾin Salih: mid-1st/early 2nd cent. aD; 64 Petra: 1st/early 
2nd cent. aD 65). Large, coarse, handmade vessels (fig. 14 g) decorated by a shallow grooved wavy line are 
well-known at Tayma in deposits attributed to OL F:4, roughly dated between the late 2nd cent. bc and the 
mid-1st cent. aD. 66 Combining the dating suggested above for the earlier Building Stage and the pottery 
evidence from Building Stage E-b1:3c, the latter assemblage seems to be dated to the late 1st cent. aD.
E-b1:3b
In Building Stage E-b1:3b, two main building operations took place inside Building E-b1: the 
replacement of the three columns of the northern row by new ones and the setting of a new paved floor 
(fig. 6, 16). As in earlier Building Stage E-b1:3c, these operations were limited to the southern part of 
the building, its northern part remaining basically unchanged.
For the setting of the three new columns (fig. 17), foundation pits were excavated into the older 
E-b1:3c floor. Each was filled with very large stones, providing a stable foundation. Two column bases 
(SU 208 in the east and SU 209 in the centre) are preserved; of the third, only the underground foundation 
survived (SU 389). The new bases are slightly larger than their predecessors (0.85 x 0.8 m) and were 
installed approx. 0.2 m higher, i.e. at the new floor level.
The new floor was set at a level of 829.4 m and only two parts (SU 317 and SU 318) of it are 
61. The south-western extension of the building required the first row to have one additional column compared to the second row. 
62. Cf. lora & tourtet in prep.
63. DuranD 2012, p. 328; 337 fig. 2: 10228_P05.
64. DuranD 2012, p. 329; 342 fig. 7: 27010_P01.
65. Parr 1970, p. 368 fig. 7.104-105; scHmiD 2000, p. 97-99.
66. tourtet & weigel 2015, p. 390; 393 fig. 6.
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preserved. Its regularly dressed flagstones were laid directly over the remains of the earlier E-b1:3c 
floor and set into a bed of lime mortar. The imitation of an Athena Coin TA 4386 (see above) was found 
under the flagstones of floor SU 318. This new floor covered completely the plinth of the old E-b1:3c 
column bases, only their round base remaining visible. Two of the flagstones (preserved total length 
1.5 m), located next to the entrance, show a groove in the middle and they were probably part of a canal 
conducting liquids from the inside to the outside of the building (fig. 18).
Outside the building, the area west of the platform was again modified. Wall SU 5953 was attached 
to the façade, partially over remains of the E-b1:3c ramp. On top of this low wall and directly in front 
of the side door (see above), a monolithic basin (SU 5952, length: 6.4 m, width: 0.9 m, preserved height 
0.6 m) was installed (fig. 19). In the narrow space between the basin and the building façade (SU 271), 
a canal was installed, running from the main entrance to the south-western corner of the building. The 
basin and canal are juxtaposed but in no way connected. Two sections of the canal are preserved for 
a total length 5.6 m, with a gap of 1 m between them. The channel is composed of elongated stone 
elements 67 with a longitudinal groove (8 cm wide and 2–3 cm deep). It slopes gently 68 to the West, in 
67. Five further similar items have been recovered, re-used in later retaining wall SU 1515, built over the basin.
68. With an inclination of 2°–3°.
Figure 16. Reconstructive 3D model of Building E-b1 
in Building Stage E-b1:3b (from S-E) © DAI Orient 
Department, S. Lora
Figure 17. E-b1:3b column base SU 209 (from S-W)  
© DAI Orient Department, J. Kramer
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direction of the corner of the building.
This canal was most probably connected with the above-mentioned canal (SU 5128) found inside the 
building, next to its entrance. Unfortunately, no further parts of this installation are preserved, and even 
if it is tempting to relate it to the basin at the centre of the building, there is no evidence to confirm this 
hypothesis. The outer end of the canal, probably located near the south-west corner of Building E-b1, is 
also lost, removed in later Building Stage E-b1:3a.
The enclosed area in front of the building was enlarged, removing parts of the buildings south of 
it. An enclosure wall was constructed at a distance of 8 m south of Building E-b1 and the platform was 
extended accordingly. A new, third ramp (SU 6381), made mainly of small and medium-sized stones, 
was set directly over earlier ramp SU 6393. In the area in front of basin SU 5952, the new ramp is 
relatively flat, creating a kind of unpaved extension of the central platform. From the western end of the 
basin, the ramp slopes down relatively steeply (13°) until the corner of the building.
SU 6381 of the third ramp provides a context with stratified pottery. Part of this collection, e.g. 
Nabataean painted ware of Schmid’s Phase 1, 69 can be dated to the 2nd–1st cent. bc and it is interpreted 
as residual material. The youngest datable and chronologically significant material is characterised by 
jars, such as a short-necked jar with bevelled rim (fig.  14 h) well attested in the 2nd to 4th cent. aD 
residential area of Tayma 70 and with comparisons in the entire Southern Levant starting with the late 
1st cent. aD. 71 A further jar rim with a deep groove on the inner wall (fig. 14 i) just above the transition 
to the shoulder can be compared to ‘Late Roman’ vessels from Petra 72 (2nd and 4th cent. aD 73). Thus, the 
pottery indicates the 2nd to 4th cent. aD as terminus post quem for the construction of the ramp – a closer 
dating cannot be provided based on the pottery evidence.
Radical changes in Late Antiquity: E-b1:3a
E-b1: 3a
In the last building stage, the configuration of the building was radically changed by the construction 
of inner walls, which divided the available space into at least ten smaller units of different size (fig. 6). 
69. scHmiD 2000, p. 24 and ftn 117.
70. tourtet & müller 2012, p. 356-357, 359 fig. 7; tourtet & weigel 2015, p. 395, 398 fig. 10.n-o, p. 399.
71. lora & tourtet in prep.
72. DeHner 2013, p. 244 fig. 11.E; Gerber 2001, p. 11 fig. 2.E.
73. DeHner 2013, p. 243; gerber 2001, p. 8, 11.
Figure 18. Entrance to the building in Building Stage 
E-b1:3b, with inner canal (from N-W) © DAI Orient 
Department, J. Kramer
Figure 19. Basin SU 5192 and side door (from S-W) 
© DAI Orient Department, S. Lora
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The floor was raised to a level of 829.9 m and was most probably not paved with stones. 74 All the 
key installations inside the building were dismantled; the monumental statues and the Lihyanite and 
Nabataean architectural elements were broken, the pieces reused as construction or filling material.
The pyrotechnical installation was dismantled and walls (SU 224 and SU 225) were built over 
its remains, SU 224 containing a fist of a Lihyanite statue (TA 9345). 75 The central basin was also 
dismantled, tilting the flagstones which formed its sides. Wall SU 2734 was built over its remains, 
completely sealing the basin and creating the western side of a square room (labelled E-b1: R8-9) with a 
large pillar in stone masonry at its centre. With the basin no longer in use, the supposed westernmost part 
of the tunnel (within the building) was shortened by 2 m and an opening framed with re-used flagstones 
was created on the floor to access it.
In the southern part of the building, the columns were removed and partition walls were built over 
their bases, which were left in place (fig. 20). One of these walls (SU 1598) incorporated also a body of 
a monumental Lihyanite statue (TA 200) as well as the two inscribed pillar fragments mentioning king 
Tulmay (TA 4915 and TA 4916). The head of a monumental statue (TA 489) was re-used upside-down 
in a nearby installation, possibly a bench attached to the wall. 76
Contrary to the preceding building stages, in E-b1:3a there is dating evidence from within built 
contexts. A fragment of a stone block (TA 14763) re-used as building material for wall SU 2734 bears a 
partly preserved inscription of Nabataean king Malichus II (40–70 ce), providing a terminus post quem 
for this Building Stage (see above).
Outside the building, the levels were further raised in the whole area in front of it with a series of 
flattening layers (among which SU 6387). The platform, the eastern stair, and the two monumental 
basins were also covered and no longer in use. A retaining wall (SU 1515) was built against the whole 
southern façade and over monumental basin SU 5952, closing completely the side door. The threshold 
level of the main entrance was also raised, adapting it to the new levels inside and outside the building.
These modifications may have been the result of a change of function of the entire building. It may 
even have lost its public character, though it is difficult to base such an assumption on the drastic change 
of layout alone. The fact that the royal statues and many inscriptions were destroyed and reused as 
building material for the construction of the inner walls seems to support this interpretation.
As to the chronological horizon of Building Stage E-b1:3a, there is a 14C-date from within the 
building recovered from the foundation level of wall SU 216 and covering the 2nd–3rd cent. aD (see 
74. Lora in Hausleiter et al. in press a.
75. Lora in Hausleiter et al. in press c.
76. Hausleiter in eicHmann et al. 2010, p. 124-125; Hausleiter 2011, p. 102.
Figure 20. Wall SU 1589 built over earlier column 
base SU 210, reusing fragments of inscribed pillars 
(from S-E) © DAI Orient Department, S. Lora
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above). Pottery has only been recovered from ramp SU 6387 as well as from wall SU 1515, and it covers 
a range from the 1st to the 4th cent. aD —mostly with comparisons at the site of Hegra. 77 Similar to the 
situation of Building Stage E-b1:3b, older material appears to have been reused for the construction of 
the ramp, and a more refined dating is not possible at least if based on the pottery record. Building Stage 
E-b1:3a must be dated at the earliest to the 2nd cent. aD, likely later. Up to now, it is however not possible 
to refine the date of either Building Stage.
concluSionS
Building E-b1, apparently one of the major temples of the oasis of Tayma, is located in the central 
part of the ancient settlement, an area most probably uninterruptedly occupied from the mid-3rd 
millennium bc until Late Antiquity. 78 This long lasting occupation, the presence of most prominent 
artefacts of the official sphere, starting from the Neo-Babylonian period at the latest and reaching into 
later periods, suggest that this location remained continuously significant throughout the centuries. From 
its foundation onwards, Building E-b1 played a central role in the life of the oasis most likely as a temple 
of god ṢLM HGM, whose introduction to the oasis is referred to in the Tayma Stone. 79
The absolute dating of its foundation to the period between the 4th and 2nd cent. bc, when the dynasty 
of Lihyan may have exercised some kind of control over the oasis of Tayma, as based on the available 
evidence, must remain tentative.
Despite the absence of direct or comparative evidence, many elements suggest a cultic function for 
the building: its prominent location at the centre and top of the ancient settlement, its architecture and 
the efforts invested in its maintenance, its installations, its building elements and the quantity and quality 
of artefacts assumed to have belonged to its original furnishing but retrieved in secondary deposition.
Despite changes in the layout of the building in the Nabataean period, probably as a result of static 
failures mainly in its south-western part, there was an interest in preserving the building’s general 
structure, which was not heavily modified since its foundation. In fact, the most significant change is 
being connected with a change of function in Building Stage E-b1:3a, whereas the conceptual uniformity 
of the building is basically maintained through the four preceding building stages (E-b1: d–b). Some key 
installations, e.g. the three northern niches and the oven, were kept and renewed, while others, such as 
the complex basin-tunnel-well, were added at the beginning of the Nabatean Period.
As already suggested, 80 inscriptions and artefacts (e.g. a horned capital, a triglyph, and a vessel 
similar to those attached to the grave façades at Madāʾin Salih) from Building E-b1 and the surroundings 
areas indicate the existence of strong ties between Tayma and the Nabatean world; but the virtual lack of 
Nabatean fine ware 81 (less than 50 sherds among over 15,000 recorded items) and of Nabataean coins 
suggests that it may have been a peripheral place, at least as seen from the central administration of the 
Nabataean Kingdom. 82 It may, though, not have been without intention, that an already existing cultic 
building was kept in use without really fundamental changes, without an interruption in the local tradition. 
At the same time, the addition of key installations (e.g. the water basins) and the possible presence of 
typical Nabataean architectural elements may indicate that it was integrated into the Nabataean cultural 
(and possibly also political) sphere.
77. lora & tourtet in prep.
78. Hausleiter & zur 2016.
79. stein 2014, p. 222-234; Hausleiter 2012b.
80. eicHmann, scHauDig & Hausleiter 2006, p. 168; eicHmann 2009, p. 63-64; Hausleiter in eicHmann et al. 2010, p. 122, 
127, 130.
81. tourtet & weigel 2015.
82. The exact administrative status of Tayma within the Nabataean Kingdom is still under investigation as is the presence and, 
in case, the role, of a strategos in the oasis (see on the topic neHmé 2015b).
